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ABSTRACT

This paper asks vhether the iamprecision and
cosplexity of natural language, as opposed to the language of science
or logic, represent flaws or essential €unctional properties. It is
arqued that ambiguity can be manipulated by the speaker through
environasentally derived characteristics. A discussion follows on the
study of the functions of language as conceived by the Prague school,
and the effect of functional linguistics on American
sociolinguistics. While both schools agree on a definition of the
ters “functions of language,® the central probles is a disagreesent
in the approach to the study of language functions. The Prague school
postulates a specific nuaber of functions on the basis of a
particular theoretical understanding of the speech act, while the
Aserican school believes that language functions should be discovered
rather thanr postulated. As only extensive further research can lead
to a definitive theory of language functions, it is hoped that the
significance of the functions of language will be recognized, and
that the study of functional linguistics will benefit structural
linguistics as well. (M)



ED104135

FL00‘5'37

US DRPARTMENTOF ME A T
KDUCATIONG wEis aNE
NATIGNAL INSTIYUTEF OF

The Functional Properties of Language OV A o SR

[ B R Y SO I N S i Tt

ot e . K
+ thetht b T Y B! Y Y]
Paul L. Carvin R VU A PO
’ + v

ta the precodting accttons of thewe saterials, some thought has been Kiven to
two atiributen of language that are considered bamic: the great complexity of lts
structure, and fts lack of complete regularity. Many suthors, both popular and
scientitls, have considered these two hasic sttributes of language its basic flaws.
l;v lack of regularity, particulerly {(te susceptibility to ambiguities, has deen
connidered an impediment to precise and truthfui communication. Its great com-
plexity has been constdered an unnecessary hindrance to learnfing. It is therefore
not unreasonsble to ask whether these often criticized basic structural attributes
of language are simply a rvesult of historical accident, to be deplored--and cor-
rected vhenever possible--or whether, quite to the contrary, the complexity and
the relative irregularity of langusge are not in some ways essential to its func-
tioning tn {ts human context. Many linguists believe precisely that, in spite of
the repeated attempte by both lay authors and schoi s in different fields to
point up the purported inadequacies of natural human language and to search for
remedics.

Critics of netural human lsnguage often compare {t to other more regular
end less complex forms of communication, such as the languages used in logic, com-
puter science, or mathematics. Unlike natural human language, these artificial
lenguages are wholly regular and vholly consistent; most importantly, there is no
room for smbiguities in them. Why can natural language not be made to conform
mOre closely to these standards?

Most linguists, including those who favor furmal approaches (that {s, for
inatance, the construction of formal models of language), would agree that all
properties of language, including those that mey be considered f{ts deficiencies,

are necessury for 1ts functioning in the great diversity of human discourse. It



{® truc thet warisum precisfon and lack of ambiguity are cssential ii, for
Inetonee, logleal and sctentific discourse. HBut {t iy equally true that, impor-
tant an they are, such forms of discourse represent only one use of language and

a rather spectalized one at that; not to mention that these special forme of dis-
course arc limited to those speech communities i{n which activities such as the
pursutt of science mnd logic are sufficient! wel! {ateprated fn the culture to be
conducted tn the native language. Even in these speech communities (to which,
needless to say, belonge that of American English), the use of language {or purposes
of logic and science is rather rare by comparison with the many other uses to which
language s put under both everyday and more sper falized conditions, And what may
be a nerluun flaw for purposes of science or logic may turn out to be a great ad-
vantage for some other purpose. Thus, for instance, nobudy will deny that the im=-
preciston of natural language {s of great advantage whenever the speaker wants to
avoid a epecific commitment and would like to hedge. The same holds for the am-
biguitiea of natural language: In many speech sftuatinns, the speaker may want to
be delfberately ambiguous in order to achieve the . rsired effect. Where would,

for tnatance, poetry be {f ambiguity were to be c¢liminated from natural language?
And without a measure of sambiguity, how wou.. one t. able to find loopholes in the
lew?

Another tmportant point is to be noted here. It {s that, while language con-
aidercd In the abstract indeed has many {mprecisfons end ambiguities, a good numher
of theme are in fact resolved when language {s used in actual practice. This has
to do with the observation discussed in the euriter section on "The Structural
Properties of Language” about language being a svstem of signs and signs function~-
ing in an environment, consisting of a situation and a context. More specifically,
the reduction of the finherent imprecisions and ambiguities of language in actual
practice has to do with the relation between the system derived and the environ-

mentally derived characteristics of the signs of which language consists. As was
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noted In the above mentfoned discussion, cach sign, in the case of language, cach
of tte elementn, has certain characteriscics on the strength of (te being part of
the system to which ft belongs. These are what are called its system derived
vharactertntice. In additton, i{n the process of‘Betng used in a given eavironment--
situation and context--a vign acquires certain further characteristics which are
{ta vnvironmentslly derived ones. Now then 4w wa previously noted in these
saterials, language is considered pn tll-defined uystem. As a consequence, the
cheracteristice which the olcm‘gfs of language derive from their membership in

this tll-defined system are marked by varying deerees of fmprecision and ambiguity.
Thus, the impreci{sions and ambiguities of languape are rooted in its system dertived
characteristics. Nevertheless, as everyone knows, information is transmitted by
the unc¢ of language. This transmittal of information is, however, nct limited to
whatever e conveyed by the clements of language that are implied in the act of
communication. The environment, both the context and the situatiom, in which each
of theae elements of language is used !ikewise contafns significant items of in-
formation which are accessible to the pa:ticipants in the act of communication.

It {s of these {tems of informaticon inherent in the environment of the sign that
the environmentally derived characteristics . the +'gn are made up, both its con-
textually derived ones and its situastionally derived ones. Thus, these environ-
sentally derived characteristics of the elements of language furnish the additional
tnformation which may serve to reduce the inprecision and ambiguity of 1t system
derived characteristics. This reduction of imprecision and ambiguity Is optional:
[he uner of language may choose, as was noted further above, to be deliberately
{mprecige or sambigucus. But in most inatances of the use of language the imprecision
and ambiguity inherent in its system derived characteristics are largely mitigated
1f not completeiy eliminated, st least from the standpoint of the participants in
the act of cormaunication, by fhe {fnformation contributed by the environmentally

derived characteristics. Some simple examples of the use of linguistic units may




noerve to tllustrate thiwa,

let the tirwt example be the swimple term "son'’. As a minimum, this term may
be uned to dentgnate anything from the dircet lincal male descendant of a living
betng to any male tndividual viewed am junfor to somesne ¢lse, not to mention
other tews common possfbhflitiea. Truly this {s a rather wide range of meaning
and one that can be conmidered a clasmical (et .7 Lumecinfon, Note, hovwever,
how this range of meaning Ls narrowed and the {mpreciston is efther mitigated or
climinated the moment this term fs used fn s particular environment. Thus, con-
sider the sftuation in which an elderly lady, holding a middle-aged gentleman by
the ¢lbow, is addressing another elderly ladv faring the two of them, saying: "1
want you to meet my son, Dr. so-and-so.” (learly, not fust the participants in
this particular act of communicatfon, but most likely svery observer of the American
cultural scene will realize that this was 1 mnther introducing her son to a contem—
porary, most likely a friend of hers. In the context of the present discussion,
the question to be asked le, what are the snvironmentally dertved characteristics
of the term "sow'" which have served to narrow down {ts broad system derived range
of meaning, and thus have helped to reduce 1f not tu eliminate completely fts im-
precinion. Firat of all, then, the uftuatiru.lly derfved characteristics. The
age difference between the woman and the man, as well as the woman's affectionate
gesturc are elements of the sftuation from wh' h ~ar ke derfved a characterization
of the term "won" as referring to maie offapring in the literal sense. The cultural
environment of an "introduction" adds to this. Passing from sftuational to contex-
tually doertved charscter{stics, it is to b» noted that in the context of a personal
pronoun such as "my” the term “son” will acquite tte contextually derfved character-
tatic of referring primarily to a male offsprin gin the litural sensce. Thux, all
environmental factors point in the same direction. Now let this little {introduction
scene be shifted from real 1ife onto the atage. Both for the participants {n the

act of communication and for the observer of the American cultural scene the inter-



pretat ton of the term "won® will now change from a refercnce to male of fupring in
the literal sense to a refercnce to a stage offepring, a coincidence between rela-
tione an the stage and relations in real life befng rather race in the culture,
This change (n Interpretation {s of coursc due tc the situationally derived charac-
teriuticn of the term "son” which are different when it's used on stage from when
ft's used fn real 1tfe. To ewitch to an cuzirel. {ffetent use of this term, con-
sider the exclammation “why, that son of a gun!". In this exclammation, the term
"son" ntill appears to be referring to a male individual, but whether or not this
is fndced the male offapring of a "gun" 1s open -~ question. Clearly, in the con-
text “why, that —— of a gun!" the term "son" has acquired an entirely different
characterization than in the preceding instance of use. And it seems to be fairly
clear that this is due to its different contextually derived characteristics.

Une more example will be given. This 1a the classical example of an ambiguous
sentence in the recent literature of theorettical linguistics: "Flying planes can

be dangerous.” As cveryone knows, this sentence ~ar have at least two different
readings: one reading is that it cen be dungerous to 1ly planes, the second read-
ing is that planes which fly can be dangerous. When this sentence stands alone
without a context, and when the situation fa +hich it has been used is unknown,
either of these two readings ia equally plausible. However, situations in which
utterances are pronounced completely out of context or where situational factors
do not help to remove or reduce ambiguitics are relatively rare in the real world
of language use. Thus, {(f the sentence quoted above i{a found to occur in the con-
text of a discussion on the vicissitudes of pxzotxhg. it will most likely be inter-
preted to refer to the dangers of piloting afrplanes. If, on the other hand, {t
is used in & discussion about the many structures that are known to have been hit
by afrcraft in flight, the second of the two possible readings will obviously be

underatood. In terms of the present discussion, this means that the ambiguity

foheresrt 1in the system derived characteristics of this sentence has been removed
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by ftw countextuslly dertved characteristics.

In the discusuion no far, the following points have been made: In looking
st natural human leanguage, tts complexity and lack of regulerity (more specifically,
its teprecinion and propensity towards ambiguities) could eastly be considered
flaws tu be corrected; however, 8 closer exomination of the use of language {n
ordinary discourse shows that lenguage te used £ .0 o oultipliciry of purposes,
and that for quite a fow of them {te complexity and relative f{rregularity are ad-
vantages rather than disadvantages; such an exsamination shows further that many of
the imprecisfons and smbiguities that are tnherent {u the elements of natursal lan-
guage are reduced or eliminated entirely thenks to the additional information pro-
vided by the environment in which these clements are used. Thus, these observations
point up the significance of the purposes for which language is used, and of the
cffect on language of the environment in which {t s used. Both of these considers~
tions have to do with the functional aspect of language;: the purposes for which lan-
guage {8 used have by linguists been discussed under the heading of "The Functions
of Language”, and the effect of the environwent upon language is of course one as~
pect ot tte functioning {n the environment.

In the view of linguistics presented in t-eve reterfals, the functional aspects
of languoge are considercd at least as important sa, if not more important than, its
etructursl aspects. Thin i{s because it {s through {ts functicnal aspects that lan~
guage i» rvelated to the rest of hussn 1ife and culture, and it is through a study
of these aspects that linguistics can be related to the other disciplines Jealing
with mun.

While the interest in the functiona! aspects of languasge, with some notable
exceptionn, I8 relatively recent smong American linguista, 1t has quite a tradition
in Europe. One of the aajor European schools of thought in linguistics, the so-
called Prague achool (named after the capital of Czechoslovskia, &n which it

originated), has centered ite theoreticsl thinking primarily around the problem of
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the tundttoning of language, and vne ot its foremcst propunents, Vilesm Mathestius,
han «ulled hin approach to Iinguistics "functionsl” linguistice.

in the theoretical conception of the Pragus school, the functiondng of language
(e cloarly related to the tngredienta of the speech situation. This was firet sct
toreh tn the work of one of the earlievr theorists of the Prague achool, the psychol-~
ogint Karl Blihler. In BUkler's work, 1e basfc tngradicnts of the act of speech
ate on the one hend the sign eystem which is the tool of communication, and on the
other hand the sender of the message, its receiver, and the objecte and states of
fact that are communiceted gbout. To the latter tiree correapond 4in Blhler's theory
the three basic functions of language: there ts the expreseive function which {s
correlated to the sender, the appesl function which {s correlated to the receiver,
and the most importent of the three, the representative function which is corrslated
to the objuecta and states of fact that are talked about. In later discussions of
the functional approsch to language, the representative function has been renamed
referenttal function (and this will be the term used from here on ¢n these materisls).
In every act of wpeech, all three of theme fur ticz. .: lsnguage are to some extent
present. However, in most acts of speech une or the other of them clearly predomi-
nstes. In a large majority of uttersnces, t!: ieferential function appears to be
dominent; most utterances. after all, are used primarily to convey information about
eomething to someone. The expressive function &s said to predominate in cries of
pain und other spontancous exclammations that reflect the spesker's feelings; the
sppeal function is seid to predominate in requests, commands, and other verbal
sttomptn to {nfluence the receiver of the message.

At the seme time as Blhler was proposing his three functions, some other mem-
bers of the Prague school, primarily the literary analyst Jan Mukarovsky, pointed
out the significance of an additional function, the poetic or esthetir function.
This 19 the function of language which is correlated to speech sign itself; it s

deiined as the cepacity of the speech sign, that s, an elesent of language, to



aftract attention primarily to ttael! rather than primarily to the message which
it conveyn.  The esthette function ts not limited to lenguage; ite manifestatfons
can be vhuerved fn any vhject vhich sttracte attention to fteelf for what it is,
rather than for the purpose that it 1 used for. Thus, the esthetic functioun §w
opposed to the utilitarian functions; in the case of objects thewe are the uses to
which an object can be put, in the came «f " ymn  Lese are the three functions
postited by Blhler. The cothetic function may manifest ftself randomly or system-
atically. Its wystematic manifestations tn the case of objecte lead to art, in
the case of language lead to literature and poefe.  Thus, it {8 the systesatic
uani fentatica of the esthetic function in a carved handle that will make a knife
{nto an wrt object: It s the eystematic manifestation of the esthetic function
by the une of poettic devices and the orgenfzation of content vhich will make an
utterance a work of literature or poetry. The mantfestations of the esthetic func-
tivn und the ure of language in literature and poetry will be discussed {n some
detail in a later section of these materials.

More recently, Roman Jakobscn, who was & amenbei oif the Prague school before
the Second World War and who has since then become the founder of his owm school
of thought, hae propcscd a more elaborate couc-ptusi scheme for the functions of
languege, based on the understanding of the act of communication in terms of com-
sunications theory. lle suggests that the act cf communicatfon involves not just
four, aw BlUhler had maid, but eix elements. These are the addresser, corresponding
to BUhler's sender, the addressee, corresponding to BlUhler's recetver, the cantext
vreferred to, corrceponding to Buhler's objects and states of fact communicated about,
and the mevesage, corvesponding to dilhler‘'s speech sign. The new elements are that
of contact, having to do with the physical channei and psychological connection
required between the addresser snd the addressee, ss vell as the code, that (s, the
system of the language to which the signs belong and fn which the messag:s are fore-

ulsted. To cach of these six elements there again corresponds a particular functien.




To the context referred to there cofresponde the referential function, which s
the c¢quivalent ot Hlhler's representative function. To the addresser there corres-
ponds the vmotive function, which is the equivalent of Blhler's expressive function.
To the addressee there corresponds the conative function, which £s the equivalent
of BUhler's appeal function. To the form of the oessage there corresponds the
poetic function, which {w the equivalent uv: tie warharcic or poecfc function of the
Prague wchonl. Finally, to the contect there corresponds the phatic funccion, and
to the coude there corresponds the metalingual function. All those fnstances of
apecch that are primarily designed to eatahblish . unta-y ev vell a8 to open, main-
tafin, und close channels of communicetion, are consflered manifestations of the
phetic funccion. Among the most common and best known of these are greetings, the
“hello” or “so-and-so speaking” used to snswer the telephone, etc. Manifestations
of the metalingusl function include all {natances of speech concerned with language
tteelf, such as Clacuseions of correct usage, commenting on people's dislects, etc.

Lately, Americen linguists have beconme interested in the problem of ¢che func-
tions of language in connection with the development of soclolinguietics. This new
eres of interest is concerned with the relations between language and social struc-
ture, end attempts to study it by correlating linguistic and social veriables.
Clearly, one of the {mportent linguietic varisbles te the functioning of language
in different soctisl gsituations. With thim new point of view, American linguists
{nterested in sociolinguistica have taken a new critical look at the question of
the functions of language. 7Two suthors in particuler, Dell Hymes snd Madeleine
Mathiot, have given some attention to this matter. and the subsequent discussion is
based largely on their vievs.

The present sociolinguistic discussion sgrees with the earlier conceptusli-
setions by the Prague school and Jekobeson in regard to the interpretation of the
tern "function™: Here ss before, by "the functions of language” are meant the pur-

poses for vhich it is used and the roles which it may play in human society. The
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the present discusnion differs from the carlier conceptuaifzation in {ta

upprosch tu the study of the functions of language. Both the Prague school and
lster Roman Jakobaon use & particular theoreticel understanding of the act of
communication as @ basis for postuleting s specified nusber of functions for len-
guage, firet four, then aix. No one has quarreled with the postulation of a refer-
ential function for language, since it s fuitc cviwer® that the pricary purpose

of language {a to serve as @ means of communicstion and this certainly includes
reference to thinge communicated about. The postic or esthatic function of lan-
guage s a good deal lems evident, dut i{n vice of the significant results achieved
by the Pregue wchool on the basis of postulating this function (to be discuased in
a later section of these materiale), it is diffficult to raise serfious odbjections
agelnut ft. The situstion 1s far less clear cut in regard to the other functions
postulated by the I'rague wchool and Jakobson. The major difficulty here is opera-
tional, that ie, it ariece in attempting to apply the notfons of the eamotive, cona-
tive, phatic and metalingual functions to perticular cases. More specifically, {t
turmns out to be extremely difficult to separate manifestations of these functions
from cach cther and from those of the referential and poetic functions. Lven in
the very clear cut example given further abov:, a lictle added reflection will make
it clesr that in cach of these instances more than one of the functions of language
1s tnvolved, and will make it rather difficult to determine which of them in fact
does predominate.

On the besis of these consideratfons, both Hymes snd Mathfot have cach sepa-
rately come forth with the suggestion that the functions of language should not be
postulated, but discovered. Thin means that none of the many conceivable purposnes
or roles of language in human life should be taken for granted, and that a mcre
definitive theory of the functions of languasge can only be the result of ertensive
further research and the rethinking of the {ssue ¢n terme of {ts results.

In this proposed restudy of the functions of language, it may be useful to keep
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tn wiml the two baule typer of social environment that the socfolingatsts have

taken over trom the soctoeloginte: the small group, and the large group. For
sortulinguist ic purposes, the small group can be defined as that created by face-
to-face contact; the large group then may be defined as any group which is con-
stituted tndependently of face-to-face contect, although, of course, face-to-face
contect will occur commonly among the small groupe contained within it. The dif-
ferent :(unctions of lenguage can then be studied in terms of their appearance in
etther a small group or a lerge group environment. Thus, the functions postulated
by the Prague achool and .Jakobson~-whether their postulation ultimately turns out

to be valtd or not--clearly belong into a small group environment. Other functions
of lunguage that have been talked sbout in the linguistic and socfolinguistic lic-
ersture vqually clearly belong into a large group environment. As example of the
latter are the functions of a standard language, discussed by Paul Garvin and
Madeleine Mathiot in a paper some yesrs ago. A standard language is defined by

them as & codified form of speech, used by and serving as a model to an urban speech
community (ite term "urban" is here used in opposition to "folk" or "rural", and

not {n opposition to "suburban'). This {s then the language used in education,
burcaucracy, the medis, literature, and so forth. Garvin and Mathiot propose four
functions of s atandard lsnguage; two of these will be enough to make the point here.
Thewe sre (ts unifying furction, end its scparatist function. The unifying function
of a standard language can bde defined as the role {t plays 4in maintaining the unity
of o wpeech community in spite of dialectal differences (which In scme well known
casen, nmuch as that of CGerman, may be rather considerable). The separatist function
of a stundard langusge is the role £t plays in setting off the community of its
speakers against another speech community with which it may be confusea or by which
{t may be in danger of being absorbed. lLooking at some of the standard langusges

of the world, it seeme that the unifying function predominates {n the more estab-

1ished end larger speech communities, while the separatist function predominates
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in the lews coutablismhed and amaller ones. In either case, these functions s
cetablished in terms of an entire speech community; that i{s, they are established
in terma of & group which is clearly not defined by face-to-face contact - a
large group.

Av can be ween, the functional properties of language are less well known and
conscquently lews clesarly defined than ites structural ones. This does not mean
that they are leas aignificant; on the contrary, as wmay be noted in the section onm
the structural propertios of language, the point of view held here 1s that the
principles of the structure of language should be defined, and the structures of
particular languages should be descridbed, in terms of the functioning of language.
The discrepancy in the understanding of function and structure that was just noted
is thus not due to any lack of significance of either. Rather, it is due to the
neglect which the study of the functions of languasge has suffered in much of modern
linguistice, particularly on this side nf the Atlantic. It is to be hoped that
with the rise of the interest in sociolinguistice the recognition of the importance
of functional considerstions will likewise increase snd the study of both the

function and the structure of language will benefit from it.



